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F i x i n g 
MATT FREIDSON 
I N THE COOL OF EARLY MORNING, Bob showered away last 
night 's dream. He had been searching for something called 
'Kennedy rice' among the marketstalls of a city that was a strange 
amalgamation of Hanoi and St. Louis—his present and his past— 
where cyclos waited outside of all-night diners. Several times in 
the night his wife Lan had jabbed him awake, and he lay gulping 
in a sheen of sweat, uncertain where he was. 
He came downstairs from his shower and heard a slap, the 
report of flesh on flesh. He poked his head into the living room, 
where his wife glared down at the maid kneeling at her feet, hand 
at her cheek. A bucket of soapy water next to her steamed like a 
boiling cauldron. 
Lan, he said, what 's going on? He cinched his robe, suddenly 
aware of his pale, bare legs. 
She has put water on the couches, Lan growled huskily, still 
glaring at the maid. 
The bottom edges of the couch, he saw, were indeed wet where 
the maid had been washing the floor—with a sponge, on her hands 
and knees. Bob had bought her a mop, but Lan insisted the maid 
not only preferred her method but found it more efficient. He took 
two long steps into the room, stepping over wet patches on the tile. 
It's fine, he said soothingly. It'll dry out. No harm done. Look, all 
she has to do is move stuff around when she's mopping. All you 
have to do is...em oi! he called, softly, to get the maid 's attention. 
Her face remained tilted at the floor. What 's her name again, Lan? 
Lan walked out of the room. The maid at last looked up, and he 
began an elaborate pantomime to show how she should shift the 
furniture, zigzagged his finger to indicate she should wash the 
floor underneath as well. With exaggerated strongman gestures he 
hefted imaginary couches back into place. Finally wi th mincing 
touches he attempted to communicate that she should be careful of 
splashing the upholstery, despite that it was a garish robin's egg 
blue he didn' t particularly care for. It was a company house and 
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came with the furniture. The maid watched all this silently, with 
frightened, baffled eyes. 
In the kitchen Bob accepted a cup of coffee from the cook. He 
took the spoon out of his bowl where the cook had placed it and 
poured in cornflakes and milk over them. Lan sat opposite him, 
shredding a little loaf of French bread. She rolled it into tiny pills 
and let them drop onto the plate one by one. 
Lan, you mustn ' t strike the maid. 
She is a stupid country girl, Lan sighed, a spurt of aggravated 
air. She must learn to clean. You don' t know about it. 
I won' t have it. Don't do it anymore. It's not right. 
This is Vietnamese, not American, Lan hissed. If I don' t hit, she 
doesn't listen. I don' t hit her hard, just to make a point. 
I don' t care, Lan. Do you understand? 
It was not even a year since he had brought her to Hanoi from 
the one-room house she had shared with her parents and three 
sisters in a lazy backwater town. His mother would have said she 
was putt ing on airs. 
Every time he crunched his cornflakes she glared at him and he 
strove to scoop the soggier flakes from the bottom. He read the 
back of the cereal carton. They were made at Kellogg's Indonesia 
plant and tasted exactly the same as at home but cost eight dollars 
a box. 
His driver was late, as usual. Their house was in a warren 
of narrow alleyways down which the foreigners' cars lumbered 
at a crawl, turning corners in slow, awkward maneuvers, inches at 
a time. 
Good morning, Mr. Robot! the driver chirped, holding the back 
door open for him. Bob folded himself into the little Daewoo sedan. 
Anh oi, he said—he'd forgotten the driver 's name. My name is 
Robert. ROB-ert. Not Robot. 
RAH-bot, the driver said. 
'Robot' is, is a machine man, I don' t know how to say it in 
Vietnamese. He moved his arms mechanically, like a breakdancer, 
fingers flat and elbows out. 
Ah? the driver said, glancing at him in the rearview mirror. They 
were reversing to make way for an oncoming car. As it passed, 
Devereaux, the AP bureau chief, raised a hand in thanks. Bob 
turned one robot hand into a wave, mortified. 
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R6 bot! the driver said gleefully. 
What is it? 
Ro bot! Ro bot! The driver raised one hand from the wheel in 
imitation of Bob's mime. Vietnam, same: ro bot! Nguoi may! 
Right, nguoi may: 'machine person. ' OK, outstanding. But I am 
not a robot, right? 
The driver found this hilarious and the car swerved, almost 
hitting a cyclo as they nosed their way through traffic on Tay 
Son Boulevard. 
No, no! You no ro bot! 
Language lessons at seven in the morning, Bob thought. There it is. 
It was something they used to say in the 39th Artillery, almost 
thirty years ago, a credo plucked out of the haze of dope smoke. 
No one knew what it meant, exactly, but they all said it reflexively. 
He had written it on his helmet cover, and under that: Hue, Dewey 
& East St. Louis. When he found out the city their firebase was 
protecting was pronounced 'whey,' he 'd tried to scrub the phrase 
out, but it had just blurred messily. 
He leaned his head back against the seat, careful not to muss 
his hair. It was already hot and he dabbed his face with a 
handkerchief and stretched his neck against his tie. Motorcycles 
blared and hooted and he pu t his earplugs in. Bicyclists steadied 
themselves with a hand on the car 's flanks, leaving palmprints 
on the windows. 
Coca-Cola's offices were in the gleaming new Hanoi Towers, 
the office building built on the site of the old Hoa Lo Prison— 
known to American P.O.W.s as the Hanoi Hilton. The irony was 
not lost on him, but the ironies of his life in Vietnam had come to 
exhaust him. They were too sour and too numerous to be funny, 
after a while. 
When he said good morning to his secretary, she did not reply. 
He stopped midstride at her desk to ask her if anything was wrong. 
Yesterday you don' t say good morning to me only smile and 
today you say good morning to me and you don' t smile. 
She said it all in a petulant rush while scratching the side of 
her nose. 
OK, Bob said, sighing. I 'm sorry. I won ' t do it again, all right? 
Having placated her he went into his office. Trang was a terrible 
typist and alphabetized files in some system known only to herself, 
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but her uncle was an influential Army general and her 
employment was therefore compulsory. 
He read the faxes Trang had scattered on his desk; the Danang 
bottling plant had gotten the mold problem under control; in the 
meantime could he keep a lid on any rumors. The Ho Chi Minh 
City branch was going to be allowed to replace all the billboards 
which the government had whitewashed the year before, in a 
sudden fit of pique over Western advertising. There was a pointed 
and inscrutable memo from the regional head office expressing 
dissatisfaction with last quarter 's figures. They had been nervous 
about sending a vet to Hanoi but he was the only marketing V.P. 
willing to take the post: he had in fact requested it, pulled strings, 
called in favors. After his marriage collapsed, coming back to 
Vietnam had felt like a way to start over, or at least make amends. 
And it was heady, exciting, really: Sprite was a brand new drink 
here. It wasn ' t like trying to get the jaded Midwestern palate 
psyched u p for Coke II. Certainly the tooth and nail battle for 
market share against Pepsi was a lot clearer to him than his Army 
tour had been—lobbing harass-and-interdict HE shells into the 
jungle at an enemy they never saw. 
He tried to check his e-mail but Netnam was down. He could 
feel sweat dripping along his ribs and aimed the remote control at 
the air conditioner, but it was already on as high as it went. He 
stood under where it was mounted on the wall and cupped his 
hands in its lukewarm gusts. A headache was coming on and he 
pulled a strip of Bulgarian Valium out of his desk and looked at it, 
then put it back and closed the drawer. 
Trang buzzed to say that Hong wanted to see him, and there 
were two men with her. 
Send them in please, Trang. 
What? 
Ask them to come in to my office. 
From the phone came only silence, static, Trang breathing heavily. 
Trang? 
Yes? 
Can you tell Mrs. Hong to come in, please? And the two 
men also? 
Yes of course. You don' t need to talk to me angry. 
His external affairs manager came in and introduced a Mr. Bui 
Due Ai, the principal of Chu Van An secondary school, and Mr. 
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Nguyen Dong Chi from the Ministry of Education. They shook his 
hand with marked reluctance. Hong arranged them on the couch 
and poured tea all around. 
Well, Bob said briskly, palming sweat from his thinning hair-
line and surreptitiously wiping it on his slacks. What can I do for 
you gentlemen? 
It is concerning the sweepstakes, Hong said softly. 
Mr. Nguyen offered a cigarette to Bob and Mr. Bui, who both 
declined. The principal did not speak English and sat staring 
accusingly at Bob. 
Mr. Carmichael, please explain your sweepstakes to us. The 
ministry official spoke as if cross-examining the American before a 
jury, taking long drags on his 555. 
Well, we're giving away a new mountain bike. Every bottlecap 
and pulltab has a part of a bicycle and a number on it: one is the 
frame, two is a wheel, and so on. The first person to collect all four 
will win. We also have prizes for the runners-up, uh, the people 
who collect all four later on. 
But one part is very uncommon, is that correct? The number 
four. Everyone wants the number four, is that correct? Because it is 
the winning part. How many are there? 
Um, Bob hesitated, I 'm not sure I should say. 
The old principal watched h im with an owl 's unblinking, 
pitiless stare. Neither Hong nor Mr. Nguyen seemed inclined to 
translate anything for his benefit. 
It is in the official rules, Hong reminded him gently. It is on 
the posters. 
Right. Mrs. Hong is right. There are one hundred number fours. 
Why there are so few? Mr. Nguyen asked. 
Bob felt he was losing the tack of this conversation, but he did 
not know how to rein it back in. He glanced at Hong but her face 
was unreadable. He spoke as casually as he could, trying not to 
sound patronizing. 
Because if there were a lot, it would be too easy to win, and the 
contest would be over too quickly. 
Ah, Mr. Nguyen smiled thinly. You are making a suspense. 
The ministry official seemed slyly pleased, as if he had caught 
Bob in a crafty ruse. 
But why is it your company must have this sweepstakes? You 
hope the Vietnamese people will buy a lot of Coca to look for this 
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uncommon number four. Why isn't it enough to only sell the Coca? 
You are making a trick for people who only want this bicycle, and 
don' t drink Coca as usual. 
'Co-KA': Bob hated the way Vietnamese said it, like a parrot 's 
squawk; he had banned the colloquial pronunciation from the 
office. He scratched his scalp as he replied, until the sweat stung 
and the locust-jaw sound drove him to jerk his hand away. 
Well, yes, that 's the general idea. I wouldn ' t call it a trick, exactly. 
I don' t want to debate you on marketing techniques; I understand 
these are new ideas here. But maybe you could tell me what it is 
you and Mr. Bui have come to see me about. 
Your sweepstakes has cause Principal Bui big problem, Mr. 
Carmichael. A student in his school has made a burglary into the 
school canteen. He did not steal money or food, no. He open five 
hundred bottles of Coca, because he is looking for this number 
four. Because he is very tempted by this bicycle. He is not from a 
poor family; he has a bicycle already—a very good bicycle, a 
Chinese. But he wants this one, because it is Coca-Cola, because it 
is a mountain bicycle. Now his parents must pay for all this Coca; 
it is open, it is spoil. Principal Bui must ask them to pay five 
hundred thousand dong. This is not a lot of money for Americans, 
but for them it is a lot. And they are very embarrassed. They lose 
their face. Principal Bui also lose his face. So, this game of 
sweepstakes is not a game to them. 
Mr. Nguyen sat back and crossed his'arms, as if he had just made 
a masterful move in a chess game. 
Bob swallowed and sipped his tea to buy time. He wished Hong 
would jump in and take over; she was supposed to be in charge of 
things like this, local sticky issues. She did not seem inclined to, but 
sat turning her teacup in her hands. 
First of all, Bob said, on behalf of Coca-Cola, I'd like to apologize 
to Principal Bui, and perhaps you could offer our apologies to the 
boy's family as well. 
Hong winced and he realized that he 'd just effectively admitted 
the company was in the wrong. They had an opening now to get 
whatever they wanted. He pressed on, leaving Mr. Nguyen with 
his mouth slightly open, words on his lips. 
Obviously what this boy did was wrong, but it seems to me he's 
probably learned his lesson. This is not unusual, even in America, 
I can assure you. There are sometimes, in very rare cases—and let 
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me stress they are highly rare—cases where someone is, uh, 
oversensitive to a marketing campaign. It 's usually a young person 
who has not had proper guidance or role models. 
Shit, he thought. Now I just said the principal's a lousy role model. 
The old principal launched into a hoarse diatribe in Vietnamese, 
wagging his finger at Bob, at the old '50s posters hanging on the 
wall, short-skirted waitresses on rollerskates serving Coke at the 
drive-thru, red-cheeked American children sleighing on giant 
bottle caps. 
When Principal Bui finished, Hong at last spoke. She and the 
principal and Mr. Nguyen began a spirited discussion; Bob could 
not read whether it was heated or not, since the language always 
sounded to h im like cats fighting. His ears were ringing, a high-
pitched whine, and his sweat felt clammy. Maybe I should take them 
to lunch at the Press Club, he thought glumly. A few beers. Get everyone 
mellowed out. Have to ditch Hong; they'll never compromise in front of 
a woman. 
Gentlemen, he said, and the trio glanced his way. I 'd just like to 
remind you of Coca-Cola's hundred-year history of corporate 
philanthropy. I realize that 's not a long time, compared to the rich 
and ancient history of your country, but no other company in the 
US can boast the same. 
Hong was shaking her head almost imperceptibly. They 
seemed to listen halfheartedly and impatiently. Mr. Nguyen lit 
another cigarette and toyed with his fancy gold lighter. Hong 
refilled their teacups. 
Let's look at the bigger picture here, he said. Let's try thinking 
outside the box. Let's talk about a hundred fifty million dollars 
invested to date. Let's talk second biggest foreign investor in 
Vietnam. And how about the twelve hundred scholarships— 
Yes, yes, Mr. Nguyen cut him off. But your company is a guest 
here. You must appreciate the Vietnam way to do things. 
Meaning half-assed, sloppy, slow and everyone with their hand out? 
Bob thought. He tuned out Mr. Nguyen 's rote spiel about how 
foreigners d idn ' t grasp Vietnam's superior culture nor 
accommodate the necessarily slow economic transition. Now Bob 
understood why Lan had smacked the maid: these people could be 
simply impossible. They had no conception of give and take, they 
tangled you up in red tape and were always nickel-and-diming, 
changing the rules. The ingratitude was unbelievable...he checked 
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himself. The whole thing was a stupid clusterfuck. The coil in his 
chest—sometimes he could see it, a taut ball of skeined steel— 
tightened, reddened with heat. He rambled on and on, desperately. 
Because it's not such a big deal, really, is it? he said brightly— 
almost delirious now, shining with sweat, gesticulating wildly. So 
some kid opened five hundred bottles. Fifty bucks' worth of pop— 
big whoop! Ground him for a year! Take away his allowance! Take 
away his Game Boy! He'll live! I'll pay for it myself, if you like. I 
pay my maid half that for a month, for God's sake. 
He could not stop; the words kept tumbling out. He was thinking 
outside the box. He felt lightheaded, giddy, yet unburdened: the 
tightly coiled thing in his chest was unwinding. It was hard, very 
hard, not to sweat the small stuff: but he found himself thinking of 
the maid, the bafflement on her face and the flushed patch where 
Lan had slapped her. And here were these ridiculous people 
confronting him with their ludicrous outrage. 
I mean, Mr. Nguyen, I don' t know if you were in the war, or if 
you were, Mr. Bui—maybe you fought the French. I know, Hong, I 
know: don' t mention the war! But let's just clear the air a little, 
huh? I mean, I remember once m y company was reassigned to a 
new firebase. I was in artillery; I never shot anybody in my life, 
OK? And we were in this great big honking convoy of 175s and 
eight-inch Howitzers and APCs, and the convoy stopped... 
Bob and his fireteam were far back in the convoy and they had 
taken advantage of the break to light up some hash; of course he 
did not mention this. Eventually Bob had wandered stoned and 
swaying towards the front of the line of olive drab vehicles, the 
long snouts of the cannons covered with cloth sheaths to keep the 
red dust out. They looked like horses with feedbags, to him. The 
lieutenant and the pudgy driver of the lead personnel carrier were 
arguing with an old Vietnamese woman at the head of the convoy. 
...We'd stopped, Mr. Nguyen, because the guy driving the lead 
of the convoy was going too fast, because he had thirty heavy 
vehicles up his ass, and those roads can get pretty hairy, what with 
the mines and such your fine Southern comrades laid out. And you 
can't stop a five-ton APC on a dime, friend. And he 'd hit this little 
kid. Squashed him flat. And the kid's grandmother, see, she was 
arguing with the driver and the LT because she wanted restitution, 
and she wanted it now. I couldn't believe it. I just couldn't believe 
it. The lieutenant was standing there filling out forms, and the APC 
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driver was standing there gnawing on a hunk of gum. He turns to 
me and says: 'Can you believe this shit, Carmichael? I gotta pay for 
this myself. Twenty-five bucks!' 
Hong looked aghast; Principal Bui, stern and chiding, and Mr. 
Nguyen—Mr. Nguyen looked quite bemused. Bob put his fingers 
to his eyes and rubbed them, blotting out the faces of the three 
Vietnamese. 
So, all I 'm saying is, we have a problem here, but it's nothing like 
the problems we've all pu t behind us, right? I mean, a few bottles 
of pop. If that's the worst thing you all have to worry about these 
days, then things are looking up! 
At last Bob stopped and found himself staring u p into the 
long dumb grimace of the air conditioner's vent. Mrs. Hong 
murmured something to the two men, and all three stood. The 
interview was apparently over. Bob's hand was cold and clammy 
as he shook theirs. 
I just righteously screwed up, Bob thought. They're going to take me 
to the cleaners. 
The driver did a giggling little robot dance in greeting, but Bob 
blanked him. In the car, on the way home, he felt a weary panic. 
The meeting had been an unmitigated disaster: the government 
would use the incident and his idiotic speech as a blunt instrument 
with which to club Insidious Foreign Capitalist Influence. No 
doubt a terse fax from the States would be waiting for him 
tomorrow. An old chestnut from the war drifted u p at him: What 
are they going to do? Send me to Vietnam? 
He could never really put his finger on why he had wanted to 
come back here. Returning to the countryside around Hue, where 
he 'd been stationed, all evidence of the war ' s terrible presence had 
been erased, recycled: even the bomb craters, filled with rainwater, 
had been turned into rice paddies. Even the famous Ho Bo Woods, 
so drenched in defoliant there had not been enough of it left to 
toast a single marshmallow with—even that had grown back. 
All he knew was that the time he had spent in Vietnam was when 
he had felt the most alive. When he stepped off the plane for the first 
time back, the way the gold light slanted and the dusty smell of red 
dust had filled his limbs with a feeling of reinvigorated youth. 
Lan met him at the door, radiant and immaculate, in a sleek 
tailored Western dress. She accepted his kiss without enthusiasm 
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and he saw himself through her eyes: weak, pale, hairy and gaunt. 
He 'd lost fifteen pounds; there just wasn ' t enough fat in the food. 
Do you come to dinner now? 
He gave her a weak grin. Whatever happened, he still had Lan. 
All the endless little aggravations of living here were worth it since 
he 'd found her. He 'd first met her by the river in Hoi An, at sunset, 
all slim curves and easy grace. She had held his hand on the 
tourbus as it crawled through the old DMZ, and put her hand to 
his face when his eyes had br immed with tears. He had swooped 
down like a Huey and carried her off to a kind of heaven—luxury, 
wealth, a U.S. visa...but he truly believed she loved him for more 
than that. 
It was American food night. The cook had heated two cans of 
imported Chef Boyardee ravioli, served in blue-glazed china bowls 
with chopsticks and a squeeze bottle of chili sauce, which Lan 
applied in long ropy flourishes. The ravioli was lukewarm and 
slimy in its sickly sweet orange sauce. 
Lan, today I really—I really had a problem. 
His explanation took a while; several times he was aware 
that she was not really paying attention, simply nodding and 
smiling sympathetically. 
So maybe everything will be fine, but maybe I'll lose my job. 
Lan looked at h im sharply, a knot of ravioli tucked in her cheek. 
She chewed twice and swallowed. Vaguely he noted some grudge 
lurking, some hard edge waiting to strike. 
But you can get another job? 
I 'm sure I'll be able to, honey. Don't worry about that. 
She nodded and smiled brightly. Can we go to America now? 
Is that what you want? he asked. She raised her eyebrows and 
looked away; it was her way of shrugging noncommittally. 
Her chirpy question stunned him. He had put off thinking past 
the two years remaining in his Hanoi posting; it was impossible to 
imagine her pushing a shopping cart in Sav-A-Lot, living in the St. 
Louis suburbs, going fishing with him and his kids. It occurred to 
him that he really had no desire to go home—but now this was a 
sudden potential inevitability. 
Maybe we'll go for a visit, he hedged. See how you like it. 
Yes, that is good. But if w e stay I must find new maid. 
What 's wrong with the one we've got? 
I fire her. She go back to her village tomorrow. 
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What? Lan, you can't do that. 
Lan gave him a withering stare he had lately come to find 
familiar. 
You make me look wrong to her! You are telling her she is right 
and I am wrong! She is stupid countryside! 
So are you, Bob shot back. 
Why are you stupid? she screeched. Everything I have to make 
right mistakes for you! 
Her English was disintegrating under the pressure of her 
anger, but Bob could not believe he w a s hearing the same 
harangues his wife had given him. He left her stabbing ravioli 
with her chopsticks. 
Bob dashed down the long dark corridors and found the maid 
in her tiny room at the back of the house, sitting on her bed with 
her hands over her eyes, tears trickling down to her elbows. When 
she saw him she gave a muffled yelp and cringed, still snuffling. 
Again he thought of the Army convoy; the twisted limbs of 
the little boy. The blood had already dried in the unrelenting sun, 
dark smears on his mangled fingers, flies settling on the torn-off 
jaw. Stoned and overwhelmed, Bob had touched the boy ' s 
grandmother on the shoulder, and she had looked up with the 
same hurt, the same shock. 
Bob blinked frantically, wiping the memory away. The girl was 
staring at him open-mouthed, her face and eyes puffy. It smelled of 
rank sweat in the cramped, spare chamber, and an earthy tang as if 
the girl had brought with her the smell of the fields of her native 
village. She was pleading with him in Vietnamese, pushing herself 
with big prehensile feet across the cot to the wall. He realized she 
thought he 'd come to molest her and made calming noises. 
Late into the night they spoke at length, understanding only 
snatches of each other 's desperate speech. He knew his wife 
assumed he 'd gone off to the Australian steakhouse; he always did 
after their big fights. But tonight he was not going to douse his 
anger in Carlsberg. 
The maid's name was Phuong. His Vietnamese was poor but 
he could fill in from what he 'd heard: the poverty of village life, 
backbreaking work in the rice paddies. 
Xa phong—that 's soap, right? he asked. You worked in a soap 
factory? Why 'd you leave? Um, em, vi sao em khong lam viec, uh, 
o day bay gio? 
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He couldn' t follow her reply, but gathered she'd come to 
Hanoi for the same reason all the peasants did—a family could 
prosper if an unwanted daughter went to the capital and sent 
home her wages. 
Bob sat hunched on the low cot and told her about the powerful 
magnetism Vietnam had pulled him back with. 
I mean, it wasn ' t guilt. It wasn ' t grief for the guys I knew who 
got killed. It was more like nostalgia, which is love and sorrow 
wrapped u p together. Those were my golden days. Yeah, there was 
a war on, but that just made everything sweeter, the mountains 
more beautiful. I got a lot better at playing frisbee than I did 
calibrating that 105 cannon. It was just absurd, for four months we 
protected a town called Dong Ha? It was hard to feel ready to die 
for a bunch of folks we couldn't even talk to, in a town we called 
'Funny Dick.' I know that joke doesn't make sense to you. 
He scratched both thighs and hoped Phuong's bed wasn' t 
infested with something. 
I don' t remember ever talking to any Vietnamese, you know? 
Except to haggle over a haircut or, well, a ten-minute lay. They 
didn ' t want us there, we didn ' t want to be there. Sometimes I feel 
like that hasn' t changed. It was weird, coming back. Walking in 
crowds where I tower over everyone again, the only one sweating 
to beat the band. I was just a kid who 'd never been out of St. Louis 
in 1970, and now...I 'm divorced. I've had problems. Maybe coming 
back to Vietnam was, I don' t know, turning the clock back. 
Phuong said something softly in Vietnamese and he asked her to 
repeat it several times, until he was too embarrassed to ask her to 
repeat it again, and nodded as if he understood. 
Yeah. So, I read about how much unexploded ordnance was 
lying around, at first I thought I 'd come help with that. But then I 
thought: wait a minute, if I could build u p Coke here, that's tons of 
jobs, why don' t I show them how to run a corporation well? 
Because from what I knew, you guys couldn't manage your way 
out of a paper bag. 
Bob smiled weakly at Phuong and she gave a shy smile back. 
I don ' t know how much of this you're getting. I'll tell you 
something: your guys did pretty awful things to us, too. A lot 
of people would like it better if you hated us, so we could hate 
you back. But you don't . That surprised me. But when I got off 
the plane I d idn ' t know half the time whether to scratch my watch 
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or wind my ass, and now I 'm not even sure which one tells time 
and which one does—you know, the other thing. Do you 
understand, Phuong? 
She nodded and wiped her face with chapped, pudgy fingers. 
He froze with concentration as she spoke. There had to be 
something he could do for her: he gathered that she had nowhere 
to go—an unattached girl in the city would be seen as loose, fair 
game for any man; and she could not go back to her village except 
to face her family's shame. 
I'll fix it, Phuong. I'll work something out for you. Everything's 
going to be OK. 
He patted her on the shoulder, the muscles there as hard as 
a horse's. 
Phuong gazed at him with a sorrowful longing that he had seen 
before in Vietnamese eyes—that day on the road to Hue, he 'd met 
the grandmother 's gaze as he wrapped the little boy's body in a 
poncho. In Lan's eyes, it had moved h im to ask her to marry him. 
Everywhere I go in this country, he thought, somebody looks at me 
like I was Jesus. 
Bob was a picture of suave humility when he and Mrs. Hong 
met with the Ministry of Education to talk about the sweepstakes 
mess. The principal's school, he told them, was a perfect site for a 
Coca-Cola Learning Center, and he would arrange for the new 
computers to be delivered as soon as possible. It was not quite that 
simply rectified, and in fact dragged on for several months—Mr. 
Nguyen from the Ministry had to be taken to regular long, 
excruciating lunches; C-C Southeast Asia was unhappy with the 
whole affair, and made it known Bob would not be promoted 
anytime soon. He didn' t care and marveled at his newfound calm. 
Mrs. Hong handled the affair so well that Bob gave her a raise, 
and her own secretary: Trang, the petulant Army brat. Despite the 
numerous relatives his staff r ecommended as his new 
administrative assistant, he hired Phuong. 
So when he came in every morning, she greeted him with a 
brilliant smile and a neatly stapled sheaf of faxes. He enrolled her 
in English and computer classes, gave her money for rent and 
clothes. Each afternoon, after everyone had gone home, they 
practiced verb tenses; he showed her how to format a Word 
document, how to use the fax's autodialer. His staff grinned and 
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winked at this peccadillo, but he was past caring that they thought 
she was his mistress. 
Phuong was not especially bright, nor did she learn particularly 
fast. But she was cheerful and tried hard, and he could see in her 
eyes a gratitude that was so real and pure that it lifted his heart. She 
was popular in the office; he often passed her desk to find a male 
staffer leaning close, smirking and flirting—Phuong looking 
shocked and flustered. Bob would grin and walk on, glad to see it. 
Even the married men seemed enchanted with her. 
Listen, Phuong, he told her at one point, I know you're a farm 
girl and all, but it's OK in Hanoi to have a boyfriend. 
It's not nice, what they want, she'd replied, wide-eyed. They 
think— 
She checked herself and looked down into her keyboard. 
Oh come on, he said, don ' t worry about what they think. I 'm 
sure you're just not used to all the attention. 
Each night he went home to Lan and his secret smoothed the 
raw, rough patches of their marriage. They settled into a routine 
which was more prosaic than the blind passion he 'd once felt for 
her, but soothing and comforting. 
One day, Phuong was gone, having left him a memo in middling 
business English. I must return to my home village, it said in part, It 
is too difficult to stay, some people this branch hound me too much. I 
cannot clarify this to you. However in reference to your kindness to me I 
will always remember. Yours sincerely, Phuong, Executive Assistant to 
Mr. Robert Carmichael. 
It's good, Mrs. Hong sniffed, We don' t need such a person at 
Coca-Cola, a countryside with the lower morals like that. 
Bob didn' t reply, too moved by Phuong's proper use of 'in 
reference to,' and knew Hong was still jealous over the attention 
he 'd paid her. 
That night, in bed, he suggested to Lan that they try for a 
child. She flushed and giggled into his shoulder. He fell asleep 
smiling, imagining Phuong's curled eyebrow as she bit her lip, 
tapping out that memo; arriving at her hometown laden with gifts, 
refined and ladylike. 
In this way he found something in the world he could fix. 
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